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i 
Abstract 
 
Raising children is a collective undertaking, one that is integrally linked to multiple 
places and networks of people, yet families and their domestic spaces are still at the heart 
of this endeavour.  They are understood to be a critical leverage point for the 
establishment of early health behaviours and values. Currently, there is a paucity of 
qualitative research that investigates individuals within the domestic space of the family 
home. Forging a new path in terms of getting ‘inside’ the problem, this research was 
motivated to explore active play within this environment and the pervasive influence that 
multiple factors exert on parental practices, understandings and values.   
 
Intrinsic and instrumental case study provided an opportunity to gain a contextual 
understanding of the idiosyncratic experiences and motivations of three families.  The 
conceptualisation of the micro-environment and development of a Parental and Micro-
Environmental Model inspired by a social ecological framework enabled research to be 
directed at considering the contextual nuances that operate on and are embedded in the 
lives of individuals and give meaning to their thoughts and actions. 
 
Findings expand on current understandings about the idiosyncratic nature of parents and 
families and highlight the pervasiveness of factors that impact on their efforts to support 
the active play experiences of young children. The study also confirmed that a range of 
factors that sit both inside and outside the micro-environment of the family home can 
skew determinants into becoming either a barrier or an enabler, depending on context. 
  
We can only truly understand individuals within these places by appreciating their 
context located within multiple environments and the wider social milieu.  Such research 
needs to be underscored by valuing the contextual nuances that exist in these spaces.  
Exploring phenomena of health and their effect on individuals, environments and 
organisations are best explored through multiple fields and disciplines in order to “better 
manage multiple sources of environmental change and to collaborate effectively toward 
reducing their negative impacts on population health and societal cohesion” (Stokols, 
Misra, Runnerstrom, & Hipp, 2009, p. 181).  Future research endeavours should seek to 
better understand the experiences and perspectives of children and parents in this 
legitimate space.  A space where much research still needs to be done in order to advance 
our understandings, yet has the potential of being an untapped resource that in many 
respects could still be defined as the ‘New Frontier’. 
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FORWARD 
 
All research is based on epistemological assumptions that are posed not only by the research 
questions but also by the researcher (Higgs & Cant, 1998).  In this study, an engagement with 
the social constructivist paradigm meant that my life experiences and view of the world 
influenced what I saw as problems and the path chosen in solving them (Brown & Packham, 
1999).   
 
It is apt and in line with the theme of ‘new frontiers and exploration’ that interspersed 
throughout this thesis I share my thoughts and journey in the form of journal entries.  At times 
poignant and evocative, the purpose of these is to reveal where I was positioned and are 
designed to ‘set the scene’ at various points and provide insight into context.  These passages 
mark my struggles, steps travelled, achievements and repositioning of consciousness 
throughout the research journey.  The first journal entry entitled, ‘Discovering Context’ 
highlights how a life experience led to developing a deeper connection with the importance of 
understanding the idiosyncratic perspectives of individuals and the influence of ‘context’.  This 
heightened appreciation of ‘context’ permeates all aspects of my research journey and has 
become a talisman, something that I carry with me, both professionally and personally.  These 
sections have been delineated from the main text through a transition to italics to purposely 
highlight my personal story. 
Journal Entry 1:  Discovering context 
Today I started a four week contract teaching a Grade 2 class at a local state school.  I was 
very confident in going into this position as I was an experienced early childhood educator who 
had recently completed a Master’s degree – and I rocked as a teacher!  I knew this age group 
and understood them well because Johl (my son) was also in Grade 2 at another school in town 
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at the same time.  I had collaborated with the previous teacher and knew what content, 
curriculum area and work the children were required to complete.   
 
The day began with an early start in order to set up the room.  All my planning was ready for 
what I anticipated to be a brilliant day of fun and learning.  I opened the doors and welcomed 
the children as they made their way in.  All cautiously smiled and moved about their room, 
wondering what the day would bring and whether this teacher would last the distance. 
 
The bell rang and several of the children made their way to their desks.  Others busied 
themselves engaged with displays and objects scattered around the room, while some were still 
huddled in small groups avidly engrossed in conversations. 
 
By morning tea I was disheartened and overwhelmed.  Things had gone pear shaped.  I 
realised very early in the day that this class was challenging but I couldn’t really put my finger 
on the reason why.  An undercurrent of tension filled the air with a high percentage of the 
children displaying dysfunctional behaviour - constantly poking, touching, prodding and 
disturbing other students around them.  The children couldn’t sit still or concentrate for any 
period longer than several minutes and the prospect of sitting on the floor together as a group 
or sharing a collaborative conversation became quickly out of the question. I decided, that in 
order to survive the day and ensure the children were in a safe learning environment, I was 
going to need to throw all my planning and creative teaching out the window and revert to a 
‘teacher-directed’, ‘chalk and talk’ style of teaching. 
 
By lunch time I was exhausted and wondered whether this social-emotional climate was the 
cause of several teachers presently being on leave after having taught this class.  I couldn’t 
understand why this class was so different from the class Johl was in at another school only 15 
kilometres away.  Why were the children so different?  At lunch in the staffroom I voiced my 
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concerns and one of my colleagues suggested I talk to the school counsellor.  I sought her out 
and, after I had explained the difficulties I had been experiencing, this is what she shared: 
 
Your class is not dissimilar to many other classes in the schools around 
here.  Let me share some background with you about the children in your 
class.  There’s a set of twins in your class – a boy and a girl.  Their parents 
have recently split up and both have new partners.  The brother lives 
during the week with the father and the sister with the mother.  They swap 
on the weekends.  This has devastated the two siblings as they are very 
close.  There is a girl in your class who we have just found out has been 
sexually abused over a period of time by her older brother.  There is a boy 
in your class who has just been diagnosed with cancer of the knee.  The 
family is waiting on news on whether he will need to have his leg 
amputated. Another one of your students, Jane, and her mother, who 
works in the army, have moved a minimum of 10 times and this is her 6th 
school.  Several children in your class are on high doses of Ritalin.  A 
number of children are working through issues with me on family 
separation and divorce.  And Sally’s grandma has just died and she had 
been the primary carer as both parents worked two jobs for a minimum of 
60 hour weeks.  This is a little bit of the context of your Grade 2 class. 
*** 
 
After lunch I went back into my classroom somewhat transformed.  
The conversation with the school counsellor had caused me to reflect 
on and alter my teaching approach.  Subsequently, it altered the way I 
viewed and sought to understand the children I taught.  I came to 
appreciate that, in order to make a difference for or connect with 
others, it was important to understand their contexts, their history and 
their stories.  Context came to be understood as a “unique set of 
conditions or circumstances that operate on or are embedded in the 
life of an individual, a group, a situation or an event, which gives 
meaning to its interpretation” (Brown & Reushle, 2010, p. 37; Oers, 1997) (See Figure 0.1 – A 
visual representation of context).   
Figure 0-1.  A visual representation of 
context 
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The value of storying  
The act of storying communicates meaning similar to that of messages passed on by fire sticks - 
from person to person, tribe to tribe and generation to generation.  Stories are the central tenet 
of what makes up and sustains cultures (Freeman, 2004; Sykes Wylie & Simon, 2002).  
‘Storying’ includes sharing of our own and others’ stories to make sense of our experiences but 
also open up the possibility of new realities and new ways of thinking (Bruner, 1986, p. 11; 
1996).  Stories can reveal, empower, educate, guide and support people as they navigate 
through social territory and “make sense of life” (Daiute & Lightfoot, 2004, p.ix).  Listening to 
stories helps reveal what stands at the heart of an individual, their context, values, thoughts, 
fears and beliefs.   
 
Apart from the inclusion of several of my own journal entries, ‘storying’ in this thesis refers to 
intentionally illuminating the ‘lived experiences’ of parents that include direct accounts of their 
experiences and views of the world.  ‘Lived experiences’ are defined as the way an individual 
interprets and describes experiences which occur within particular contexts of their everyday 
lives (Cohen & Omery, 1994; Grbich, 2007; Hitzler & Eberle, 2004; Van Manen, 1990).  As the 
lived experiences of others unfold, I am moved to adopt the role of ‘storyteller’ as well as 
interpreter; the plot for these stories constantly change and unfold as new events, new 
characters and new settings are introduced. 
The journey towards a ‘new frontier’ 
At timely junctures on my research journey I felt cause to pause, to review, to question the 
problems that were presented and to reconsider the direction I was taking.  These pursuits 
offered an opportunity to refine the focus of my research, identify more clearly its value (the 
‘so what’ of the study) and to appreciate the idiosyncratic nature of the families I met. 
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This is not at all unusual for one venturing into new territory in the pursuit of better ways to 
understand a research problem (Higgs & Cant, 1998).  During these moments, I found myself 
pursuing paths that often led to rugged peaks offering clearer glimpses of my destination, 
whilst at other times I was confronted with obstructions that masked the view or diverted me 
away from my path.  This diverging and converging led to self-transformation, to refocussing 
on ways to best investigate the problem and in the later stages of this journey, even being able 
to contribute to refining and building on existing theory (Bruner, 1986; Stake, 2005). 
 
Although often a solo endeavour, this journey had many parallels to that of an active agent or 
an explorer who is also required to take risks and negotiate paths through uncharted territory 
towards a destination.  The intentional inclusion of active exploration metaphors and verbs at 
timely junctures is a literary style employed to provide the reader with a sense of the feelings 
experienced, and the road traversed, on a journey through terrain towards a place referred to as 
‘the new frontier’.  It is anticipated, that perhaps in the reading of this thesis, others may also 
identify with this adventure and make connections with examples from their own research that 
may have caused them to confront adversity or traverse risky and unsettling terrain. 
  
“And so she forges towards the new frontier, although confident, she steps tentatively, for 
little does she know what is to become of her” (Brown, 2008, p.152). 
 
